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ABSTRACT 



This paper discusses a well-known problem of stage 



categorization within Kohlberg's theory of moral stages (L. Kohlberg, 1973), 
that of "Stage 4 1/2." Some subjects previously scored at stage 4 in 
Kohlberg’s framework took on some characteristics of stage 2 reasoning, which 
suggested the possibility of regression. To reconcile this puzzling pattern 
in a framework that did not allow for regression, Kohlberg developed a stage 
4 1/2, which was considered an intermediate between stages 4 and 5. Kohlberg, 
and later E. Turiel (1974), tried to interpret this developmental deviation 
as a marked phase of transition. This paper outlines the taxonomy of moral 
stages and the principles guiding the genetic construction of stages. The 
paper also presents an example from a longitudinal study of the analysis of 
the reasoning of one young man over a duration of 6 years. This analysis 
shows how the individual developed into, and out of, Kohlberg’s stage 4 1/2. 
The case is made that the conflicts Turiel found in his analysis of stage 4 
1/2 subjects' reasoning existed only in his own perspective as a third person 
evaluating the reasoning of the subjects. Their reasoning reflects the 
structural aspects that characterize Kohlberg’s stage 4 1/2 according to a 
new taxonomy that calls this stage a stage in its own right. The suggested 
new stage can integrate Kohlberg's stage 4 1/2 as a genuine stage of moral 
reasoning. (Contains 24 references.) (SLD) 
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1. Why not to do stage-theorizing by halves 

One well-known problem of stage categorization within Kohlberg.’s theory of moral stages is 
that of “Stage 4 Vi'. It consists in the fact that subjects previously scored at stage 4 later took 
on some Stage-2-like reasoning, which consequently first led to the assumption that moral 
regression were possible as a result of major disturbances during adolescence (cf. Kohlberg/ 
Kramer 1969). However, regression clearly violates Kohlberg’s own (as well as Piaget’s) ba- 
sic principle of hierarchical integration in the process of development. Regression is simply 
impossible within this frame of reference. In an attempt to reconcile the empirical facts with 
the theory, Kohlberg, therefore, later reinterpreted those puzzling patterns of moral reasoning 
as belonging to what he then labeled “Stage 4 Vi' (cf. Kohlberg 1973; cf. also Colby/ Kohl- 
berg 1987a, pp. 38-39, 91, 114). He held that the subjects concerned had not regressed, but 
were rather on an intermediate stage between stages 4 and 5. 

But even so, this interpretation, too, can hardly satisfy. Since Kohlberg has always advocated 
the concept of hard stages in connection with the idea of discontinuous leaps from one stage 
to the next, there is no room for intermediate stages. At least, this would sound like a conces- 
sion to those who favor the concept of continuity in development, for if there were one inter- 
mediate stage, there could always be more of them (“Stage 4 Vi’, e.g.). And if the stage theory 
is to be taken seriously, one cannot simply “invent” a new stage, whenever some odd kind of 
moral judgment or some vague “neither/nor”-case occurs. 



Admittedly, Kohlberg and especially Turiel (1974) have tried to interpret this developmental 
deviation as a marked phase of transition. Yet it is amazing that quite a fair number of empiri- 
cally tested adolescents are caught just during this period of transition and that they seem to 
stay there for quite some time. And it is even more astonishing that they, although in a state of 
internal conflict, are rather sure about what they think is right or wrong (it will later be ar- 
gued, in this article, that those subjects are neither [necessarily] in a state of conflict nor of 
transition [Section 4.2]). On the one hand, all this would vindicate the talk of a “stage” in its 
own right, but, on the other hand, this would also create the problem of how to account for it 
systematically. 



Now, how to go about this problem? On the one hand, the theory is there, and it is still held to 
be valid as well as it is still commonly assumed that there are more complex or more mature 



stages of moral thinking as opposed to less complex forms. So there ought to be stages, after 
all. On the other hand, the empirical facts cannot be denied and have to be explained. In this 
contribution it is argued that structural genetics should be taken seriously in order to deter- 
mine, how Stage 4 Vi - or whatever this eventually turns out to be, eventually - is the stage 
naturally succeeding stage 4 and preceding stage 5 (if one were not to recur to the regression 
alternative, which is no real alternative following the empirical evidence at hand). 

Within structural genetic theory, there can only be " full-fledged ” stages or no stages (as also 
any kind of possible substages would have to be “hard stages”). Others have therefore already 
tried to include Stage 4 Vi as a stage in its own right into an enriched moral taxonomy (cf. 
e.g. Eckensberger 1998, 504-510). This will also be done in the present paper, but the central 
question is about the rationale or the systematic foundation on which to ground such a recon- 
struction. It is not enough to identify forms of moral. thinking and bring them in a temporal 
ontogenetic order. What is important here, is an understanding of the underlying developmen- 
tal principles. 

Thus, the problem that lies at the heart of this matter is perhaps that Kohlberg has never suc- 
ceeded in developing a truly structural genetic theory which would have allowed us to 
(re)construct higher stages from the lower ones, just in the same way as the actual ontogenesis 
of real individuals is thought to come about (cf. e.g. Tomlinson 1986; Minnameier 2000a, pp. 
108-111). There has always been the claim that each stage leads into its specific conflicts or 
even contradictions which have to be solved by advancing to the following stage, but exactly 
this developmental process or its underlying dialectical logic have never been revealed in the 
framework of the Kohlberg stages (c.f. e.g. Kohlberg’s last great effort to do so in Kohlberg/ 
Levine/ Hewer 1984). 



Meanwhile, at least an attempt at a genetic reconstruction of moral stags has been made (cf. 
Minnameier 2000a and b). On the basis of an elaborated Piagetian equilibration theory (trying 
to further develop the last original version as laid out in Piaget/ Garcia 1989), stages of moral 
development were shown to be literally constructed out of one another. The only drawback, 
so to speak, of this approach is that it does not yield the six Kohlberg stages, but a different 
set of stages, organized into three layers of forms of moral thinking, i.e., “major levels”, “lev- 
els , and stages . However, as the present contribution will try to show with respect to the 
example of “Stage 4 Vi', Kohlberg’s stages can be neatly accommodated in this new frame- 
work, which would, moreover, also preserve the most characteristic aspects of Kohlbergian 
stage theory. - • 

In the following sections, I will first give a brief outline of this revised taxonomy of moral 
stages and the principles guiding the genetic construction of stages (Section 2). As for the 
description of moral stages, this exposition will be restricted to the context in which Kohlberg 
“Stage 4 Vi’ is supposed to be situated, in order to show how this type of reasoning evolves. 
In Section 3 an example from a longitudinal study 1 shall be presented. I will report an analysis 
of one subject’s reasoning over a period of six years, which shows how this individual has 
developed into and out of what would have, to be called “Stage 4 Vi' in Kohlbergian terms. 
Section 4 revisits Turiel’s (1974) analysis of “Stage 4 ^’’-subjects. It will be argued that the 
conflicts Turiel makes out in those subjects’ reasoning only exist in his own perspective as a 

1 This study was carried out between 1994 and 1999 by Klaus Beck (University of Mainz, Germany) and his 
research group and was supported by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft. This research project focused 
on possible domain-specific segmentation of moral judgment competence due to socialization effect during 
business training (cf. e.g. Beck et al. 1999; in print) 
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